i‘l Ihe K<'va< S<Kii'i\ r.'l S “tinf ((y*^4>, IISi2). 14^14.’ 

BRIEF COMMUNICATION 

A MA,10K RANGE EXTENSION AND NEW EC’OIXKJICAL DATA ON 
OXYURAiWS XflCROLEPlDOTUS (REPTIUA: EEAPIDAE) 



The liiliimJ T;np:m \Oiyiim>ms mii riilqiiijiilii!,) il .1 Ijrge 
eliipiti sriiikc endemic to Australia. Considering holh venom 
IPX icily and average venom yield per hlte. O. micniUpiiknin 
is (he world's moM dangerous snake'. Despite its size and 
medical and .seienlilie sigiiifieance. the slalms and distiibution 
ol Ihis snake, have been dirticLill to aseertain. Alter being 
described in IS7U. (X mu tiAepuUvus was not Ibimd again until 
N74- Following its lediseovery, 11 has been recorded I'rotn 
the channel eouniry of the Coopci Creek and Georgina and 
Dnimaniina Kivers of south- we.stern Queensland and north- 
eastern .Smith Australia“ O. tnicroUpUkuus is a rarely seen 
snake heeaiise most ot its life i.s spent in rat burniw.s' 

In .April ldtJ2. a large elupidwas eoileeied on the Cooher 
Peily to William Creek Road i2dWS, 13!s°t)3'K) (F'lg. Ii 
hy local coiilracior Jd'r Idcdaiid He recognised lhal the slake 
Wits dilfcreni from the Western Brown { P.wiidonaid rwchtilis) 
and Mulga Snake ( /Awi/tchis uustaihs) with Which he was 
verv liimiliar. JeM Boland suh.sequonlly eoliccicd .i .sloughed 
skin Iroin the Mixm Plain |2K'’52'S, l34'’50'ti(F’ig. 1) and 
seni boih the specimen and the slough lo the author. 




Fig. I. New reeoids of Orwriinus micrukfiithtlii.i m die 
CiK'bcr Pedy region. 



The tiorsal seaics of die specimen were- umforinly dark 
brown with the head nearly black. The speemien and the 
slough had 23 mid-bixly scale row's and a .single anal scale 
These eharaelerisiics enabled the snake and (he slough lo be 
c’onfidcntlv idenldied asO. mii nilepiJuiM The sealation ol 
the Coobet I’edy specimen closely malehcd that 01 O 
micrulcpidnuis specimens Ifom Moomba e.\cept diat rather 
than the lower primary temporal scale c.stcnding to the lip 
between the .sth and 6ih hihials, this scale had tused With the 
6tli labial in the Ct'ohcr Pedy specimen In.speeiion of other 
specimens in the Soinh Australian Museum indicates that the 
.slatu.s of the lower primary lemporjl scale is considerably 
plastic in U. mintik’pidoius 

O. mii rolupidimis can be rmlher distinguished froiri the 
syrnpalne. and highly variable /’ nut halts in h.ivina a longer 
hoatl, smiiller and more iiumemus nuchal scales, a pnmouneeil 
canthus and plain ventral sealer, a.s dislincl froni spoiled or 
dark edged ventral scales in /' niiclialis. In addition, mosi 
P. nui hiilis from within the ninge tn' the O. microlcpuktun 
eshihu irregular black spots or black erossbands. whereas 
these bands were absent from the Cooher Pedy and Mmimba 
speeiniens of the O. mn n>k:pkkitus. 

Ill the winier i7f 1992, iwo rMud-killed O. mumlcpidoim 
were found on (he Coobei Pedv (o Mt Barry Road (28°34'S, 
134“54'I:, 2«“33N. l34°5.'i'F fSAM R404h41). ,i live 
spceiiTien was sighled on the Dingo Fence four kilomeiies 
south of the onginal locality l33°(kVE) and a furilicr 

specimen was killed at lorn Cat Hill (29°(X)'S. I34°45'I;,I 
m Cooher Pedy (I'ig I) A further road killed specimen was 
located on the Coober Pedv 10 Ml Barry Road (2S°57'S. 
I34“47'F, ISAM R424K4I1 n Scpieriihcr l‘fo.3. Souih 
Australian Museum rocoids are denoted by the prefix .SAM. 
On September h. 19b 3 a live O. 'nn ndcpidolus W'as captured 
try Jeff Bol.ind on the Moon Plain, .tdiaeent 10 the Breakuw'avs 
Reserve. The folk'wiiig week a mad killed spaimeri i29TXi’S. 
L3.S°|0'F.| was eoileeied appro.xiniately 40 km east of Coober 
Pedy. 

The live speciriien was captured in the rain W'lih a strong 
wind blowing and a recorded (ompcraiure at Cooher Pedy 
ol only L3°C- This snake was uniformly black on the dmsal 
surface with a white, unmarked ventral surface. One month 
alter Its capture the snake sloughed, revealing a yellow'isll 
belly and a dark brown dorsal surlaee with blaek edges to 
some scales producing a slighl herring bone patleni The Itcad 
remained a glossy black colour follmving the slough 

The O. ftikreilepidolus from Cx'hci Pedy region were about 
30lt km from the ncare.st known O. niuntlcpidiims locality 
ai lioyder l.rigwii, m noilh-easlcrn South Australia. The 
Coober Pedy population of O. mUrnk'pidolus ts separated 
fnim lhal of the channel country by the huge .salina of I., ike 
Eyre and Ihe duneliclds of the Simpson Desert T he discovery 
ol O. microlepukuux near Coober Pedy i.s highly signitie.ini 
as II repre.senis the first known oeturrence of the speeics near 
a eonsiderable population centre and also mises the possibility 
of a much more expanded range than previously recognised 
lor (his imporlani snake 





Thv ( 'mitin IVdy nt O. miitotr/ii Joint swrc 

(i'unii (rmn April S<.-plL-mher, InU'a'srmply, ih< Gojder Liiyooii 
|»ipiilal'mn "jI O iiiicniletJJoInt tiU'i Htcn rccxTdcd 
p»Lili)M>iii.iriilv III M.iicti jnd Apill'*"’ whcrcjs Covi)i;eviL-h^ 
fL'pons ilwt (I mil n/tr/'iJolut I’fily ciiii'H'c-s liir 2 5 weelcn 
ill lak- wiiiiei-vaiK spiiiin AUlmujdi Ciivatcvich’ inditalci 
lli.il (> mn ii'h'fiidiiTu.s aa- pHidiiiMinamly .Ktlxcun ^llll 
Mirischiri ' ailkTli.'d sovi'ial iiulivUliials (in Aind> liays. The 

I upline III ihf spcv iiiuni nenr itie BicnlMiwuyK Kcseivv on a 
cnld. ivri, windy day indicates dial these snakes may he 
(’iKiiiinleieil at any nine ihtoiiy.hniii niiiiinm. winli-r iind 
sprmv!. f-*. microlcpiJotut are (ios.sihlv aUo aelive in eraeks 
and inniiiiiiiil holes ilni'ilip the wallin'i mniiilis hiil iia’ mil 
recorded because lliey do not need to come lo the surface 
to ha.sk 

() iini ri-lt fiii/nliii I'l'isml.s Imiii llir Ciiiilirr Pedy rcjtion 
well’ loiniij in twodille'ieiit hnliitats hsc ol die reeonjs were 
Imin eiaekint! eypscou;. soils. 1‘oiir of ihese revonjvwere I'foni 
.1 laijre ai'Si iil y) |isisiii\ soils kiimvii ;is llic Mi kip Plain. These 
soils support little or no perennial veyeulmn. Cover and 
sp(\'ieis eliveisity ol animal veyelailon saiy ilriiinalieally 
dqiendini-' on the sea.'on. The dominant, albeii sparse. 

seyenilion tlniiOe tktolier Id92 eiinsisleil ol Alriplf.i 
.ipnilf(losii. .Vu/.vi)Ai Gi/r. IMiph-ruin florihumium. hiuliwna 
IrphiU'int .irtihiJrllii niMiinium and the eraSMts hiiiftipiipnn 
fill! \/iliyllii\- . I'linnii iiin tieciimposilum , Aiiiliiltr 
umIumiiiiluHitt'f. A.wvhiu pa'iiium. Empinsut .rinifiilia and 
/•' iliihh Vegetation covet was yieiiiosi in llie small inn- on 
areas in the undulating plain. These low lying ,u’cas were als'.s 
the inosi heavily cnicked. 

lw(i iilhei records were liom gibKi counliy etominated 
hy the Oiidnadalla Saltbu.sh Ailiplrx liUmimilariii . Other 
ei'tnnlein plants inelude’d Soli'rohifiM hilriiuld. Alripic.i 
tpininiMO, SiVvaWHNi and Salsoln Lull Small pilgai 
depiessiiiiis Within this liahiiai l ontaineil um king i lay and 
Were vegculed with several gras.s and daisy .species. 

The plains country around Cooher I'edy i> very 
lieicnigeiicoiis and the iwo habitaisdeaciilied ala'vc olicii loim 

II mosaic with the glhbet mote common on high gtvtuiiil and 
die tfvp.seous sods usually in low lying country, riiereforc 
Miakes.in this reylon may depisnd upun, or prefer, cilhei habiwl 
and yet Ixt recorded crossing lieiweeii areas oi tivouivd lialiiial 

The eracking gypseous soil habitat i.s very similar lo ihc 
preferred hahiui describctl for O. mhrtilcpulrnts at Clifton 
Hills, South Australia' and iii (Jucenshmd'' .dtliough Iticw 
htivc ul.so been recorded from gibber plains and s,ind dunes' 
These eraeking plains IhercTorc appeat lo In- die Key iMbilal 
for the O. mu roleptJoHis The eraeking gypseous plains ate 
i(inTe widespread near the south-west margin i<f the I .ake liyre 
Hasm .md areotlen assiK ialed with run oft /ones lioni I'li ak 
aw'.iy roumry These plains are often inier-cotmecletl by' ansek.s 
whieli jwissibly also provide appruprialc lubitiil 

Imcresiiligly the Moon Plain and surrounding gypseoii.s 

legions were not idenlilied a.s pnlenlial sites tui O 
mUriiltpiilinil -1 based on cliiiiulic indices^. Habilnl and 
biological indices, rather than climatic variables may ihcixTiitv 
he. more important than climate in determining the range ol 
() mil roloplJonii. 

the eiisiern population of O. mi<rolepiJiiiu.\ Iced.s 
evlciisively on the Long-liaired Rat l/for/nv willi 

which it.s ecology and distribution have been inestrieably 
linkcid' T he evohjinm ol a l.iige si/r, ii rapid Snap-release 
bite and extremely fHilent venom in fi! murolepiJiitus is 



believed in lie a lesjs'tise to llieir (itedaiioii on mammals wliica 
can defend ilieniscKcs by hump snvngely' Ihcreti'iv 
fiunieular cmpliusis wa.s placed on searching lor R 
I'ilhni^imuy III ulhei siiiidai si/ed iiUHiimals in the <'oitU-< 
Pedy region, lo prediel the prolenltal range ol O 
mil niU'piJomi. 

Pifld surveys were condiicied dnrmy l‘W2 m cratkir»; 
diw regions adiacetil lotlic O. imi'n>lrpUh»Ui records on Ml 
Harry, .Anna Creek. Hilla Kalmu and Stutin Creek Slailrms 
to iiseetlain whelher (I mu rulepidumy. or theer pa'v s-pectes, 
oceupted a ninre exiettsive range. The sinking reaiureol liir 
cracked gypseous sod localities was rhe diversity ot mnniinals 
arid paucitv of reptiles. Of particulai note was the prc.sciiee 
of Phans Kills tiuslitUls) -Alllloiigfl H I'l/Ars/uVrins 

reached the Cihtbei Pedy region in (s>73-71 (J. Boland K 
Orcentield pers, ocinim.l they do not appe.vr to mhahil il>.' 
region iioinrallv ,md were not rccoidcd in diis siirvfv. }’ 
Uiisr/v3/i-v, l■'orrcs!*c mice (2.r‘y;giirfbiii _/o/o'.vry). IJiweir Mn-. 
(Jisouiliimw Ji'soriiin. House Mice iWnv Jumfiiinisi. 
Pmiciilenl Plarngides \Phiiiu(iik' pJcsii) and Dunnaih- 
(SminJu'p.tii niuiroiiru, S i luuliuiiiLmil were locMied over 
a Wide rmigc Maininal deiisilies were higliei m the cackiiig 
grypsecm.s soiKihan in other hahirats in the region". While 
itieadnll ft wii rri/r7((r/(i/ns piuhaldj le*‘d pieilominaiilly or 
/? itiLslriills. 1. fiim.tn and the oveaxiunal binf. juvenile snakes 
eoukl lecd on f’ y,ili",ii nmJ M iltiiiM'\lH ii;> 

Kecanse eigfil t inifii iiirsl ncords now esisi Imm ddlr ienl 
localities, initial suspicions thui the s|K-eimcris represented 
srciKos that wea- iirtificially n.insloc-jied liom ihcii orii'iiial 
range can probably be discounted Ht'vvcvvr, il is not known 
whe-iher this appamm range expansion is .i recent 
phenomenon, facililiitcd by mobility of rhe norih easiein 
piarnilalion. or whellv.T O. wii rukphloius have occupied Itie 
plflins anmnd t imbei Pedy lot a long lusrnul t ■unsiileinig 
ihe de|x:ndciict on Ihv' R. villothtmus m the channel coumrs. 
a puieiiind seenaiio is ili:ii die O mii roli’pijuliii lollitwed 
the ntls from notlh eastern SkiuUi Au.straJia llirougli to Coolxt 
Pedy duiirni ihe mi plaplie ol l'J7fi It is unlikely, bowi-vei. 
that O. mU roU'piJoiHx coidd have e.xp.inded its range by over 
•HHI kin dilimg ilie comse ol ii single ral plaglie A mote 
Icasifile explanalniir is dial O. iiiiirolipiJ/iUi\ liave alway* 
inhabilul the gyp.seous plains around the smith vt'exlcm nurgin 
ol the l ake Eyre hasm but the s(wseness of the human 
pi'pulaiion cvinibnied with the predominantly underg round 
habit ol the snake have aceounlcd lot Ihe paucity ol tecordh. 
These same factors prohnftlv e.xplain why O. mii n'JipiiJutu.^ 
I'liided discovery in die flirdsv die a'ga’n tor so long Incriased 
snake number; a.s a result of large mammal popukitions winch 
hiive lesponded 10 good se,isons, eoivihiried with increased 
vigilance ind awnreness ol I(il,iI residents probably explain 
why Ihe O. miirolrpiilimis was discovered in the region in 
ld')2, .A tonnmied imciesl in this species is predieievt lo result 
in the discovery id (> over j broader range 

ill cracky gypseous cnlnilry to ilie .south ,ind west of Lake 
Evtc. 

Tins pripei is ilcdnaled lo Jelf Boland whose mlcrcsl arsl 
iiwarcTiev- rcsuUed in the discovery oft t nncrnlopii/umi neat 
Ctviber Pedv Thanks akso gp to Mick and lien Evans. Greg 
StaglxiucT. Pelci Paisley. Bee Mussared, Katherine Mosehv 
.Steve .ind Tanu Green, John Pewsler and /xk' Bowvri tor 
asvisliini'c with held woik lind to Murk Hnichinsoii. leancile 
Govneevich tind Peter Miriscliin lot help in the paparalioii 
of this paper, Frank Badmnn assisted with plunl identification. 
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